Abstract The Rio Santiago in the Cordillera Negra of Peru is severely contaminated by acid mine drainage in its headwaters. In a strongly acid stream, at about 3800 m above sea level (masl), microterraces were found with terrace walls built up of dead moss, with encrustations and interstitial fine, creamy sediment. The stream water was turbid due to the presence of similar suspended sediment, which also occurred as a thin basal layer in inter-rim basins. The moss was identified as the rare bryophyte Anomobryum prostratum (Müll. Hal.) Besch. Chemical and mineralogical analyses show that green, living parts of the moss are gradually coated by Al/Fe (hydr)oxides, inducing their senescence and death. The necromass is covered by creamy crusts through precipitation of schwertmannite-type material from the stream water and simultaneous 'capture' of fine sediment. The latter consists of a mixture of precipitate and fine detrital primary minerals. These processes are held responsible for the formation of the microterraces, which regarding their composition and environment seem to be unique. Remarkable is the high As content of the creamy crusts and sediment, attributed to strong sorption of As, whereas its solute concentration is relatively low. This calls for more attention to suspended fine sediment in the assessment of environmental risks of stream water use. Lastly, the results raise serious doubts about the use of aquatic bryophytes as bioindicator for chemical pollution in acid mine drainage-polluted streams.
Introduction
The Cordillera Negra in Ancash (Peru) is noted for its polymetallic mines (Walsh 2013) . Loayza-Muro et al. (2010) studied the heavy metal pollution and other environmental stress factors for the aquatic entomofauna in its high-altitude streams, inclusive of the Rio Santiago in the Aija catchment (see Fig. 1 ). During a visit to their Rio Santiago sampling site in November 2010 (end of the dry season), we observed hitherto unnoticed travertine-like microterraces that were built up by a single moss species; the only macro plant species found. Inter-rim basins held cream-coloured fine sediment, also encountered as interstitial fill in the moss rims.
Moss-built terraces are known from highly calcareous environments in which travertine is formed (e.g. Pentacost 2005 ), but not from such fundamentally different and extreme environments as that of the Rio Santiago: extremely acid, highly polluted, and at about 3800 m above sea level (masl) (see Table 1 ). This paper concerns a case study of such unusual aquatic system with emphasis on the composition and origin of the moss-built microterraces and fine suspended sediment, the identification of the moss species, and its survival in this extreme environment.
Environmental Setting
The catchment is in the central part of the Cordillera Negra, west of Recuay (Fig. 1) . Data on its climate are truly scarce. It is a relatively dry tropical puna climate with distinct seasonal precipitation, which probably ranges from 500 to 1000 mm annually. Loayza-Muro et al. (2010) observed a roughly twofold increase in wet season discharge of the Rio Santiago at 3800 masl, while the water temperature ranged from 11.5°C (wet season: December-April) to 9.3°C (dry season), suggesting a similar small range in mean monthly air temperatures.
The main geological unit is the Early Tertiary Calipuy Group, composed of varied volcanic strata, but in places strata are non-volcanic and even some limestone beds were observed (Bodenlos and Straczek 1957) . To the west, towards Aija, a large intrusive complex occurs, while some minor intrusive bodies have been found with associated polymetallic ore deposits close to the sampling site (MRC1 n.d; Chirif et al. 2010) . Ores from several mines in the upper Rio Santiago catchment near the Huancapeti pass are processed in nearby plants, and residues are dumped in huge tailings and reservoirs (see Fig. 1 ). Waters from these dumps are very acid, pH values of 3 or even lower being reported by LoayzaMuro et al. (2010) and Walsh (2013) .
Studies on the flora of the Cordillera Negra are rare and seemingly inexistent for the high, central part of this range. The few studies concern specific plants, such as Brassica spp. (Monsalve and Cano 2003) and lichens (Ramírez and Cano 2005) . Reports on mosses are limited to a few early publications with descriptions of locations at which specific species were found (Zander and Hegewald 1976; Hegewald 1977 and 1985) . Figure 2 shows several aspects of the area around the sampling site, which is at 3800 masl. The riverbed is in the country rock (probably acid igneous rock; Chirif et al. 2010 ) and partially filled with very coarse textured Fig. 1 Location of the area of study (a, b) , sampling site (b, c) and major upstream mine tailings (d, e) and poorly sorted fluvial deposits. Iron hydroxides thinly coat the bedrock and sediment to the level reached during flood. The top of the microterraces built up by the moss is virtually horizontal. Rims are up to 2 m long and several decimetres high. Moss fills gaps in between the boulders and blocks, retaining water in small basins that may be several decimetres deep.
The stream is turbid, with very fine cream-coloured suspended material. In the basins, it has accumulated in a bottom layer that is up to several centimetres thick. Particles, when carried with the water over the rims, are partially caught by the moss (Fig. 2) and fill its interstices. General data on the stream are provided by Loayza-Muro et al. (2010) : discharge during the dry season is about 50 L/s, mean temperature is about 10°C (n=4), and the oxygen content of the turbulent and thus oxygenated stream is about 5 mg/L (±0.74; n=4).
No indications (e.g. high flood lines in the river bed or physical damage to the terrace rims) were found for exceptional rainstorms or dam breaks that might have led to incidental flushes of polluted water from the mine dumps upstream of the site in the previous period (the dry season), compromising the relevance of our water sampling for the longer-term stream water composition during this dry season, nor were such events reported by interviewed locals.
Materials and Methods
Samples were taken on the 28th of November 2010, at the end of the dry season. Stream water and creamy material was sampled in small polyethylene bottles (n= 2). Bottles were stored at 4°C in Peru and the Netherlands, interrupted by their transport (packed in insulating foam) to the Netherlands. They were filtered over a 0.2-μm membrane on the 2nd of December 2010 (e.g. 5 days later). Filtrates were combined into one water sample that was used for chemical analysis of solutes. After filtration, part of the water sample was acidified with HNO 3 , the other part remained untreated. Both were analysed within a month. The remaining material was combined into one sediment sample (sample P1), washed and centrifuged, subsequently freeze-dried and used for further analyses. Creamy sediment was resampled in November 2011 and after immediate transport to the Netherlands, washed and centrifuged, freezedried and also used for chemical analysis (sample P2).
To check for changes in stream water composition during transport and storage, pH and electrical conductivity (EC) values were established immediately after sampling in Peru and again prior to filtration in the lab (within 5 days after sampling). No changes in pH, EC, and colour of the creamy material were observed, as could be expected considering the short period of storage under appropriate conditions and the turbulent and oxygenated conditions in the stream.
Moss samples were taken from one of the rims, packed in polyethylene bags and insulating foam and kept in a refrigerator at 4°C in Peru and the Netherlands. Part was freeze-dried after washing to conserve the plant structure and used for its identification. The vertical stratification in the moss rims was studied by cutting slices from a large block as indicated in Fig. 3 , washing these slices with demi-water over a sieve, followed by centrifugation and freeze-drying of the sediment obtained (P3-P7), and their chemical analysis. Chemical analyses were performed on samples of green, living moss carefully razor cut from the upper 3-4 mm of a moss monolith (see Figs. 2 and 3) to establish the composition of this plant material. The creamy material (both suspended and mosscaptured) was microscopically studied, using a Leitz petrographic microscope (magnification up to ×500), and both moss and creamy material were studied with a Leitz stereomicroscope at lower magnifications (up to ×50).
Chemical analyses were performed on moss and sediment samples using several methods:
-Method 1-after ignition of the dry sample (n=2) to destroy organic matter and destruction in a hot HF/ H 2 SO 4 mixture, followed by dissolution of the remaining salts in hydrochloric acid (Jackson 1956 ), elements were estimated using a Perkin Elmer Optima 3000 XL ICP-OES (Perkin Elmer, MA, USA).
-Method 2-samples (n=1) were dried, ignited to destroy organic matter and fused with lithium tetraborate into a bead (Van Reeuwijk 2002) . Element concentrations were estimated by X-ray fluorescence spectroscopy (XRF). -Method 3-total carbon (C), total nitrogen (N) and total sulphur (S) were estimated (n=2) with an Elementar VarioEL elemental analyser (Elementar, Hanau, Germany) according to Van Reeuwijk (2002) . -Method 4-Fe(II) was established by destruction (n=2) in a cold HF/H 2 SO 4 solution and determined by colorimetric detection after complexation with 1.10-phenantroline (Van Reeuwijk 2002). -Method 5-acid ammonium oxalate (AAO) extractable elements at pH 3.0 in the dark were determined (n=2) as described by Van Reeuwijk (2002) .
In this extraction, all the amorphous material and schwertmannite plus ferrihydrite are dissolved.
Loss on ignition (LOI) was determined (n=2) at 950°C. X-ray diffraction (XRD) analysis was performed on oriented samples, prepared using a filtermembrane technique. Samples were scanned with a Xray diffractometer with Cu Kα radiation. The acidified water sample was analysed in duplicate by inductively coupled plasma (ICP) (Perkin Elmer 3000XL OES, MA, USA) and the untreated water sample (single) by Continuous Flow Analyzer SAN++ (Skalar, Breda, the Netherlands). pH was estimated with a WTW pH meter (Weilheim, Germany) and EC 25 with a WTW Fig. 2 a The stream with its moss-built terraces and rust-stained coarse debris. b Detail of rim and basin showing the creamy sediment and hydrophobic moss surface Fig. 3 Cross-section with zones sampled (1=P3, 2=P4, 3=P5, 4=P6, 5=P7). Vertical section is about 10 cm conductometer (Weilheim, Germany) with temperature compensation. The VISUAL MINTEQ version 3.0 program (KTH, Stockholm, Sweden) was used to calculate dissolved metal, sulphate and arsenate speciation and to estimate saturation indices for relevant minerals (e.g. Erten-Unal et al. 1998 ).
Results

Biotic Composition of the Terrace Rims
During the field sampling in November 2010, we found the terrace rims to be composed of a single moss species. Microscopic study of the terrace rim sample confirmed our field observation on the plant species composition, only one moss species being present. Since the moss had no fructifications, we repeatedly revisited the site over the next 2 years to see whether fructifications were present and eventually collect these for identification, but they were not encountered.
The identification of the moss as Anomobryum prostratum (Müll. Hal.) Besch, by William R. Buck (New York Botanical Garden), was based on morphological characteristics. Confirmation of this identification by molecular genetic data was impossible, since these do not yet exist for the genus (see, e.g. GenBank: www.ncbi. nlm.nih.gov/genbank/). The sample identified has been deposited in the herbarium of the New York Botanical Garden. The morphological characteristics of the species (see Figs. 2, 3 and 4) and its distribution are described in considerable detail in the Tropicos archive (Tropicos.org) and in other publications on this species (e.g. Hegewald et al. 1977 and 1985) .
A. prostratum is a rare South American species from the Bryaceae family that occurs from Mexico to Argentina, usually at higher altitudes, i.e. between 1800 and 4285 masl (GBIF 2013) . This species belongs to a worldwide Anomobryum genus of 50-60 species, which are most common in montane regions in the southern hemisphere, especially in the Neotropics, and generally occur on damp soil and rock (Spence and Ramsey 2002) . In the Tropicos archive (Tropicos.org), the habitat of A. prostratum is described as 'on wet soil, bare road-cut soil, moist walls, and boulders in forest or along streams', but the species also occurs in hot springs (GBIF 2013) . Hegewald (1977, 1985) found A. prostratum in 1973 in the nearby Catac area. One of the occurrences was at 4100 masl, and Hegewald and Hegewald (Tropicos.org) reported even higher altitudes for Peru.
Under the microscope, bacterial and algal colonies in the form of films, slimes or other types of colonies were not observed, neither on the surface of the living moss (which is hydrophobic) nor inside the moss-built terrace rim sampled (see also Section 4.2). Neither were microbial structures (bacterial or algal colonies) visible at the magnifications used (up to ×500) in the suspended sediment present in the stream water and in the interstitial sediment of the moss rim sampled (see Fig. 5 ).
Terrace Rim Structure and Chemical Composition
A cross-section of a rim is shown in Fig. 3 evidencing the internal structure. Only the outer part (less than 1 cm) consisted of green plant parts, and these were hydrophobic, as can be seen in Fig. 2 . The remainder consisted of a dense fibrous mass of (macroscopically) moderately encrusted dead moss fibres (necromass) and, in between the fibres, loose creamy to brownish sediment. Remarkable was the occurrence of alternating lighter and more brownish, darker coloured bands, resulting from slight differences in the colour of the moss encrustations. Thicknesses of individual successions (lighter and darker layers) were of the same order as the thickness of the living moss layer, suggesting a seasonal rhythm (dry-wet season) in the built-up of the moss rim. Figure 4 illustrates the main characteristics of the moss at microscopic scale. The green plant material is largely covered by a thin translucent coating of creamy to brownish, optically isotic material. Going from the green youngest parts downward, the coating changes from this translucent coating to a relatively dense coating composed of very fine-grained creamy material cementing fine crystalline mineral fragments, with dead plant material inside.
Chemical analyses of green, living moss were evidently hampered by the coatings, which appeared to be hard to remove. A moss sample washed with water had a C content of approx. 24 %, acid-washed moss 33 % and samples that were thoroughly pretreated (ultrasonic treatment and washing with demi-water) had slightly over 40 % and a weight loss on ignition of near 95 %. Element concentrations of these various moss samples are given in Table 2 . Microscopic study revealed that in the thoroughly pretreated samples, the living moss still had some thin translucent coatings, while dense creamy coatings were absent, whereas in the other samples such relatively dense coatings were common, explaining the observed differences in composition.
Water Chemistry
The data on the water sample taken in 2010 demonstrate the highly acidic nature of the stream water (Table 1) . Dissolved Fe is present in large amounts, as are Ca and SO 4 . As to the occurrence of heavy metals and related elements, notable is the concentration of As (104 μmol L −1 ) and the low concentrations of heavy metals with the exception of Zn. Differences in composition relative to the results of Loayza et al. (2010) are evident and primarily concern element concentrations, whereas pH and EC 25 values are similar (indicated with a superscript 'a' in Table 1 ). Given the latter, the considerably lower concentration of most elements in the samples of Loayza et al. (2010) is surprising. Unfortunately, their results cannot be checked for their reliability on the basis of the electroneutrality principle, since S was not estimated. It should be emphasized that in the turbulent stream, Loayza et al. (2010) found mean oxygen concentrations of 5 mg/L, which is close to oxygen saturation for this temperature and altitude (Jacobsen 2011 ) and testifies to the aerobic conditions in the stream.
Sediment Composition
Elemental analyses are presented in Table 3 . Fe contents are expressed as Fe 2 O 3 , S as SO 3 and As as As 2 O 5 . Si contents could not be established by method 1 and therefore were calculated (Si=a*b) from (a) measured Si/Al ratios found by XRF (method 2, only performed on samples P1 and P2) and (b) values found for Al by the ICP analyses (method 1). Fe(II) contents of the samples P1-7 (method 4) were in the order of 3-5 % of the total Fe, expressed as oxides, evidencing that virtually all Fe occurs as Fe(III). In principle, S might be present as sulphide, taking into account the nature of the sediment (derived from tailings of sulphidic ores). However, given the prominent aerated nature of the stream water (see, e.g. dissolved oxygen contents in Table 1 ) and the low concentrations of heavy metals, it is unlikely that more than traces of sulphides are present. Moreover, in the X-ray analyses (samples P1 and P2), no indication was found for the presence of Fe sulphide or other heavy metal sulphides in detectable concentrations. Arsenic is present as As 2 O 5 , since this As occurs as dissolved species in an oxidative environment (Tables 4, 5 and 6).
In Table 3 , results from the ammonium oxalate extraction (method 5) of P1 and P2 are presented, providing a measure for the amount and composition of amorphous material. The results show that Fe(III), As and S are largely present as amorphous material and together comprise about 40-50 % of the sample. Comparing the analyses for P1 and P2, it is clear that the latter contains a slightly smaller amorphous component. The X-ray diffraction analyses showed that among the crystalline minerals, quartz, mica and feldspar dominate. This is in line with the total chemical analyses, which combined with the results from the ammonium oxalate extractions evidenced that SiO 2 (about 25 %) and elements such as Al 2 O 3 (8-10 %), K 2 O (1.5 %), Na 2 O (0.5 %), MgO (0.85 %) and CaO (0.70 %) are present in the form of crystalline minerals. Reflections from secondary oxyhydroxy sulphate minerals (jarosite, schwertmannite or tooeleite) or iron(hyr)oxides (lepidocrocite, ferrihydrite, goethite) were not observed.
Under the microscope, the suspended material and basal sediment layer (P1 and P2) and the interstitial sediment (P3-P7) appear as mostly silt to fine sandsize light yellow to yellowish brown cryptocrystalline material, which is slightly translucent in fine particles and semi-translucent to isotic in larger aggregates. Particles are equidimensional to irregular and have no microscopically observable internal structure (see Fig. 5 ) nor features indicative of the presence of cellular or multicellular organisms and their organic structural remains (e.g. cell walls). Angular detrital mineral fragments (mostly quartz, feldspar and mica), also of fine silt to fine sand size, are common as single grains and as embedded fragments in the cryptocrystalline aggregates.
Discussion
Sediment
The chemical data on the composition of the amorphous material evidence that this material consists of ferric iron oxyhydroxy sulphate minerals that are amorphous to poorly crystalline. Jarosite can be excluded since it would show up in the X-ray analysis and be evident from the relatively high K content of the amorphous material, which is not the case. In this distinctly acidic environment and with such composition, the occurrence of ferrihydrite in more than very subordinate amounts is improbable (see, e.g. España 2007 ) and it would show up in a distinctly brown colour of the sediment, which is not the case at all. Therefore, the only relevant minerals are schwertmannite (Bigham et al. 1990 (Bigham et al. , 1996 Yu et al. 1999; Schwertmann and Cornell 2000) , the related tooeleite (Morin et al. 2003; Nishimura and Robins 2008) or a mixture of both. It should be emphasized that poorly crystalline schwertmannite and tooeleite cannot be readily identified through X-ray diffractometry, for which reason we describe this compound as schwertmannite-type material. Most of the total As (73 % as As 2 O 5 ) also dissolved in the NH 4 Ox/Ox extract. Whether this As is bound in the structure (both tooeleite and schwertmannite) or sorbed as arsenate (schwertmannite) is not clear, but sorption is well known and considered to be most likely (Murad et al. 1994; Waychunas et al. 1995; Carlson et al. 2002; Fukushi et al. 2003) .
The results from method 5 show that amorphous Al and Si is hardly present, virtually all Si and Al being present in the form of crystalline mineral fragments. The same holds for the base metals (K, Na, Mg and Ca). P is clearly present in very minor amounts. Thus, about half of the sediment (P1 and P2) consists of schwertmannitetype material with an appreciable arsenate component. The other half consists of a fine-grained mixture of primary quartz, mica and feldspar with minor amounts of accessory minerals (e.g. Ti minerals) and perhaps traces of sulphidic ores. Lastly, C and N contents are very low, emphasizing the mineral nature of the sediment and the truly very minor contribution of microorganisms to the sediment contained in the terrace rims. Though sediments from the various layers in the moss section (samples P3-7) were not fully analysed (e.g. no XRF data), the data presented in Table 3 demonstrate that over time variations in composition are limited and rather invariable schwertmannite-type material formed an important component of the material, trapped as sediment by or precipitated on the moss. The same holds for As fixation/sorption.
Moss and Its Coatings
Quite informative are the data in Table 2 . Excluding those elements that are evidently contained in the living plant material (e.g. K, Mg and P), two types of coatings can be distinguished: thin translucent early coatings, largely composed of Fe and Al hydroxides with minor amounts of As and very low S contents, and later dense creamy coatings, which in addition to these hydroxides contain S and As. Moreover, in this subsequent stage, detrital material is incorporated and the composition is closer to that of the amorphous component of the sediment. It should be emphasized that these observations concern the 'early precipitates' since all green moss samples were thoroughly washed to remove fine interstitial material that did not adhere to this moss. Results for the latter material (P1-P2) evidence that this material is much lower in Al and contains less S, whereas the fixation/sorption of As seemingly has continued to reach rather extreme values (molar ratios of As/(As+S) are between 0.18 and 0.22), which is not yet the maximum ratio for As sorption on schwertmannite to become unstable (Carlson et al. 2002; Fukushi et al. 2003) .
At first sight, puzzling are the relatively high Al contents (Al/Fe molar ratios are about 1.2-1.6) of the early precipitates (see Table 2 ), since in the amorphous component of the sediment Al contents are much lower (see Table 3 ). We attribute this to preferential adsorption of the trivalent Al 3+ ion (and Fe 3+ ) by the living moss that has a high cation exchange capacity, implying that upon its senescence and death, such adsorption capacity disappears and precipitation of schwertmannite-type material and As fixation/sorption prevails.
Stream Water Chemistry
In 2008, Loayza-Muro et al. (2010) sampled stream water at the same location over four seasons and in triplicate. Water samples were not filtered and for estimation of metals were acidified with 10 M HNO 3 prior to their analysis by ICP-OES. Their results thus included metals that were present as acid-soluble fine suspended material and cannot be compared with our results. Moreover, S content was not established, for which reason a check on their data based on the electroneutrality principle is impossible (see also Section 4.2). For details on the methods used, reference is made to Loayza-Muro et al. (2010) . Over the past years, the mines and ore treatment plants operated intermittently and discharge of acid mine drainage varied over the years. This may explain the significant differences between the 2008 data and our 2010 data, but we cannot exclude analytical errors, since pH and EC values are similar to our values, but electrolyte contents are distinctly lower, which is hard to explain.
Based on our 2010 data, ion and ion pair concentrations were calculated, and ion activity products were compared with equilibrium constants of various relevant minerals (data not presented). Saturation indices indicate that potentially schwertmannite, tooeleite (both might contain arsenic) and jarosite might precipitate. Jarosite can be detected by X-ray analysis, but as already stated was not observed. This leaves schwertmannite/ tooeleite (the 'schwertmannite-type' material) as the main precipitate to be formed in the stream on the basis of our water data, in conformance with our actual observations. We only sampled once at the end of the dry season, and thus, our chemical stream water data are by their own no reliable estimate for the longer-term stream water composition. Much more decisive information on this composition can be deduced from our data on the chemical composition of the sediment captured in the moss rim (samples P3-7, Table 3 ) and the layered structure of this rim.
Seasonal variations in growth have been reported for many bryophytes, including Bryum species (e.g. Schwarz et al. 1992; Núñez-Olivera et al. 2010 ) and many aquatic or semi-aquatic mosses (e.g. Ilyashuk 2002; Guo et al. 2013) . Assuming that the observed layering is indicative for seasonal variations in growth and environmental conditions (dry and wet season), a rough estimate of the growth rate of the moss rims can be obtained, being in the order of 4-5 mm/year (see also Fig. 3 ). This is well in accordance with growth rates observed in similar extreme environments, such as for Bryum pseudotriquetrum in continental Antarctica (Selkirk and Skotnicki 2007) and for mosses in Arctic lakes and streams (e.g. Sand-Jensen et al. 1999) . Moreover, accumulation rates in Bryophyte dominated mires and peats in the high-altitude Peruvian Puna peatlands were found to be in the order of 2 mm/year (Salvador et al. 2014/15) . Given the number of layers encountered in the highest terrace rims (up to 30), the age of the terrace rims would be in the order of at least several decades, with a growth rate of around 5 mm/ year, which seems a realistic estimate for this truly stressed semi-aquatic environment.
Taking into account that during the dry season concentrations of solutes will be highest and schwertmannite-type material may precipitate, we can conclude that at least over several decades dry season stream water composition met the conditions required for such precipitation. España et al. (2005) and España (2007) described these as oxygenated, a pH between 2 and 4 and very high Fe 3+ concentrations in the form of ferric sulphate complexes. This is clearly in line with our observed stream water composition.
The Moss Microterraces
Terrace growth forms are not uncommon for bryophyte species, such as Nardia compressa and Scapania paludosa. In Alaska, these species formed 30-50-cmwide terraces in a small stream, which impounded the swiftly flowing rivulet in a series of small pools (Shacklette 1965) . This study by Shacklette (1965) , however, remains one of the few studies describing terrace forming mosses from acid aquatic environments, whereas they are quite common in calcareous streams and springs: travertine terrace walls are often partly formed by bryophytes such as Palustriella commutata (e.g. Lang and Lucas 1970; Pentacost and Zhaohui 2002; Pentacost 2005) . España et al. (2007) reported 'iron terraces' from acid mine drainage systems, but their formation is ascribed to microbial activity and not to bryophytes. Evidently within our dense moss-built terrace rims, microbial activity may play a role since oxygen levels will be much lower than in the turbulent water. However, we did not find any indication for such activity to play a visible role in the formation of the terraces: the rims are dominantly composed of moss and its necromass, and the formation of the encrustations and coatings clearly is a secondary process, nor did we observe microstructures indicative for such microbial activity, as for example described by España et al. (2007) .
It is not clear whether the terrace growth form is typical for A. prostratum since more detailed d es cr i pt io ns of it s h ab it at do n ot ex i s t . A. prostratum is an acrocarpic species without feathery branches, but it does have small leaves and a tufted growth form, which may increase encrustation. In our case, the encrustations are definitely not by calcite nor can photosynthesis be expected to play a serious role in their formation. Encrustation is rather a consequence of the successive formation of precipitates from supersaturated stream water, combined with 'capture' of fine detrital minerals. Heavy metals such as Fe and also Al, and metalloids such as As, are known to be toxic to plants. Fe toxicity is mainly a problem under reduced conditions, because the oxidized form Fe(III) is much less soluble than the reduced Fe(II) form. In the terrace walls, Fe is relatively h a r m l e s s d u e t o i t s p r e c i p i t a t i o n a s schwertmannite-type material. Al is always toxic if present in large quantities, but concentrations in the stream water are low. Moreover, the precipitation of Fe and Al hydroxides in the early phase described above and prominent ion pair formation (data not shown) must lead to very reduced concentrations of dissolved Al 3+ and Fe 3+ near the living moss (see, e.g. España 2007 ). Arsenic may also be very toxic, partly because it is disrupting Pdependent aspects of metabolism (Finnegan and Chen 2012) , but toxic levels in the vicinity of the living moss parts are most probably inhibited by the sorption of As to the schwertmannite-type precipitate.
Conclusions
In the harsh aquatic environment of the Rio Santiago streambed, on living outer parts of the single higher plant species, the rare moss A. prostratum (Müll. Hal.) Besch, a coating of Al and Fe hydroxides is formed, which can be attributed to local supersaturation as a result of prevalent adsorption of trivalent cations by the living moss. Continued deposition ultimately induces its senescence and death, whereas newly formed leaves temporarily escape such fate. On the necromass and in the stream water, schwertmannite-type material precipitates to form moss necromass coatings and sediment particles that also contain 'captured' fine detrital primary minerals. Sorption or fixation of As by this material is prominent, leads to levels of up to 3.5 % As and most probably limits the concentration of dissolved arsenate. This is assumed to create a local, far less toxic environment around the living moss that allows this particular species-A. prostratum-to survive. The sequence of processes explains the peculiar terraceforming growth of the moss, i.e. analogue to travertineterrace formation in highly calcareous streams. Remarkably, this case study seems to be the first more detailed study on moss-built microterraces in a truly acid, aquatic environment. Bryophytes have no roots and thus escape the encrusted and toxic parts of the terrace walls. Some species are more tolerant to heavy metals and As than others, especially calcifuge species (Bates 1978) or have developed particular tolerances to heavy metals (Shaw 198 7) . Anyway, heavy metal concentrations in our moss are low and do not exhibit a clear relation with their concentrations in the stream water. Moreover, our study shows that estimates of these plant concentrations are problematic due to the presence of coatings and crusts and that results strongly depend on the pretreatment of the plant material. This calls for a critical evaluation of the bioindicator value of bryophytes in such polluted aquatic environment (see e.g. Samecka-Cymerman et al. 2002) .
Solute concentrations and precipitation in the highly acid stream water are typical for acid mine drainage-polluted rivers (high in ferric iron, sulphate and calcium; schwertmannite-type precipitate) and have been so for a prolonged time, evidenced by the rather invariable composition of interstitial sediment from a moss-built terrace rim. Results furthermore show that the solute concentration of As is a poor indicator for the stream water quality, since it lies far below the levels encountered in fine sediment, which abounds in this water (as suspended material) and in the river deposits. Evidently, it would be hazardous to judge environmental risks of the use of such stream water by its solute composition and to overlook this fine, suspended load.
